This contribution to On the Front Line records a dialogue between two female Fire Brigades Union (FBU) representatives in the Essex Emergency Control Room who led industrial action over the imposition of a shift system that stretched their work-life balance to breaking point and constrained their ability to work full-time. Their testimony reveals how male members were mobilised in the interests of predominantly female control staff. Kate and Lynne's discussion illuminates the interaction of gender and class interests and identities in the union and in the lives of its women members. It provides insight into the efficacy of trade unions for women's collective action.
The wider context was an evaluation of the Essex service prompted by local authority budget constraints driven by central government cuts, with local managers choosing to remove fire cover to invest in other parts of the service. The more immediate background was the relocation of the control centre where emergency calls are received and the introduction of a new mobilising (IT) system of call allocation and distribution. The key trigger was the imposition on 44 emergency control staff, the majority being women, of a 12-hour shift system and wholesale changes to operational and supervisory staffing levels. Significantly, these entailed an enforced move from a nine-hour day shift and 15-hour night shift (9 a.m. to 6 p.m. / 6 p.m. to 9 a.m.) of two days and two nights on and four days off, to 12-hour shifts (7 a.m. to 7 p.m. / 7 p.m. to 7 a.m.) over two days and two nights, followed by four days off. The 15-hour night shift had allowed control members rest periods, part of national T&Cs, during a standdown (12 p.m. to 7 a.m.) dependent on calls covered by the remaining shift members. The new building had no rest areas. The 12-hour shift pattern was regarded as a locally imposed, detrimental change to national T&Cs.
Recent disputes over changes to junior doctors' contracts (Brook et al., 2016) , and weekend night services on the London Underground, suggest that extended working hours jeopardising work-life balance may be an increasing source of grievance for workers and are not exclusively a 'women's issue'. However, Kate and Lynne describe how 12-hour shifts led to members being forced to leave full-time employment and to reduce working hours to care for children, facing pay reductions that they could ill afford and finding themselves in the female low-pay trap of parttime work (Warren, 2010) . Previously, they had just about been able to balance work with childcare, sometimes in conjunction with the complementary shifts of firefighter partners. Rest periods had allowed workers with children to function the following day. The control room women had constructed complex, indeed precarious, routines of childcare, barely managing a work-life balance already stretched to breaking point.
The shift changes threatened to eliminate the final semblance of 'balance'. An FBU press release (26 February 2015) emphasised the 'physical and emotional stresses on member's family and work lives'. The local union officers saw the employer as picking on the 'least unionised, smallest membership -women members -to actually break the nut'.2 [AQ: 1] It was believed that, once imposed, the new shift system could be extended to all Essex firefighters, and enforced in other areas of the UK. Women were thus 'on the frontline' of resisting changes that had implications for firefighters locally and for brigades nationally. Of further salience to the union/class and gender dynamic is the fact that the partners of a number of control room women were firefighters, so their work and home lives and interests intersected with those of male firefighters, adding personal dimensions to their solidarity.
With the new system to go live in December 2014, a strike ballot of all Essex FBU members was called on four issues, including staffing levels, T&Cs, fire cover and the formal issue of 'an unworkable work life/home life balance' for control staff. The ballot spanned three weeks from 31 October with branch officers organising 67 member meetings. They noted the historic difficulties in mobilising control staff, surrounded in headquarters by senior management and isolated from firefighters.
Across the service -control room staff and firefighters -64 per cent voted in favour of action. The union employed the tactic of pulling different sections out at different times, while the minimum notification required by law was given for each day of strike action (rather than as a block), creating a 'staggered surprise' effect. In January 2015, all members struck for three days, followed by two days in March, and then control staff taking 10 days of action. The union then pulled out retained firefighters and station-based watch managers, with control members taking six further days in August, sometimes alongside these colleagues. Negotiations began in spring 2014 and the dispute was finally settled in May 2017 with the withdrawal of the 12-hour shifts in emergency control in favour of a 10-hour day 14-hour night pattern and the restoration of rest periods and facilities. In addition, it was agreed to restore 48 firefighter jobs, increasing staffing on watches, and there was an assurance of no unilateral change to duty systems. The strikes thus secured major concessions.
The strike indicates the capacity and preparedness of a union dominated by male workers to support the interests of a minority of women members, a nuanced interpretation embracing the understanding that the resistance of the control room staff was seen to be in the interests of all members of the union. As an industrial union, the FBU reflects the vertical organisation of workers in one industry, regardless of 'skill', so that all are represented (McIlroy, 1995) . Historically, industrial unionism involved a rejection of exclusive male craft unionism which was seen as placing ideological and organisational barriers to the mobilisation of women (Cobble, 1990: 519) . Industrial union structures closed gaps between craft and unskilled workers (Peterson, 1981) and were seen as more conducive to female participation, although not necessarily to female leadership (Cobble, 1990) . The FBU represents all uniformed occupations in the fire service, including control staff and retained firefighters, and coordinates bargaining under one national agreement -the Grey Book.
Although female FBU membership dates to the Second World War, with women in the Auxiliary Fire Service as drivers and dispatch riders, in control rooms but also, more controversially, in firefighting (Segars, 1992), women account for only 5 per cent of whole-time and 4.1 per cent of retained firefighters in England and are predominantly control room based (77% of women) (Department for Communities and Local Government (DCLG), 2015). Efforts to recruit more female firefighters have been hindered by cuts to the service, particularly since 2010. In gender-segregated industries, including the fire service, the interests of minorities of women workers may be marginalised. Indeed, this presumption is confirmed by an FBU historian, who linked masculine solidarity to radicalism. Bailey argued on the working conditions of firemen [sic] : 'the shared workspace and male camaraderie together with the high level of team work enforced by a dangerous job all nurtured a strong group solidarity … the very consciousness of a separate identity from other workers', which 'disposed firemen towards industrial and political radicalism ' (1992: 10) .
More recently, the FBU has led challenges to inequality, discrimination and harassment, both in the service (HM Fire Service Inspectorate, 1999) and among its own membership, through changes to rules on the representation of members accused of harassment, and through self-organised structures for black and ethnic minority, women and LGBT members (FBU, 2000 (FBU, , 2015 . Some measures have been controversial internally and have generated tensions between minority identity-based self-organisation and class-based solidaristic traditions of trade unionism, heightened in this male-dominated industrial union (McGhee, 2011) . Nevertheless, crucially, as testimony reveals, the industrial union and male members were mobilised in the interests of predominantly female control staff. Kirton (2005) argues that women must see trade unions as representing their interests and believe that collective representation is effective for them. Kate and Lynne discuss the underlying grievances and their experiences of taking strike action. While women are now proportionately more likely to be union members and have been central to much strike action in recent decades, in national public sector disputes and at British Airways (2009) (2010) (2011) (Taylor and Moore, 2015) , there are few contemporary accounts of the inter-relationship of gender and union or class in industrial action. This omission is peculiar considering the current preoccupation with identity and intersectional identities. (Pearson et al., 2010: 409) . They focus on the labour process and how technical and managerial changes to production processes were 'internalised by women workers', inlayed by existing experience and subjectivities leading to withdrawal of labour (Pearson et al., 2010: 412) . Resistance comes from experience of the labour process, but intersected with class, ethnic and gender identities, which informed notions of dignity and justice.
The articulation of gender may be as elusive as class in trade union disputes. Feminist ideas may encourage or constrain women's participation in unions and, particularly, through separate organisation, but as Kirton (2005) stresses, gendered experiences may not be politicised or seen as issues for solidaristic action or subject to gender conscious discourses. There may be a reluctance to self-identify as feminist despite more abstract influences of feminist beliefs and values (Kirton, 2005) . Potential contradictions are evident in Essex in the promotion of 'Mother's Day' to gain publicity and support, an initiative potentially seen as reinforcing traditional gender relations, but simultaneously advocating women's full-time work to a wider audience. The narratives seem to confirm that union women use some, but not all, aspects of feminist ideology to legitimise the assertion of workplace rights (Hartman-Strom, 1983) . In their discussion, Kate and Lynne reflect on the causes and effects of their dispute, focusing on the following themes: tipping the precarious work-life balance, mobilisation and women, the action and, finally, politicisation as the 'Dagenham Girls'. The latter reflects the historic fight for equal pay by women machinists at Ford in Dagenham, Essex (Gilbert, 2012) , which had resonance for Kate and Lynne, perhaps because of its popularisation through the film Made in Dagenham.
Tipping the precarious work-life balance
Kate: Well, we were going through a consultation, which was, to be honest, a farce. Yes, we attended meetings, yes we put a lot of work into consulting the members of control, asking them what they wanted, seeing what we could come up with, shift pattern-wise that would keep the £241,000 savings -because that was the driving force. That's what they said we need to save. We gave them offers of different ways of doing it without too much hardship. All the members said they preferred to keep the nine-hour days, the shorter days and the longer nights. Whether that be a nine-hour or a ten-hour day, but they didn't want to do 12-hour days and nights, they were adamant about that. A lot of control staff have partners within the service, have children, and the implications that they were proposing were -for me personallyunreasonable because I don't have childcare at 7 in the morning.
Lynne: 5 a.m. it would have to be, because we had to move watches, so I would have to find childcare at 5 a.m.
Kate:
And my child has already spent a night or two away from me a week because, for my night shifts, it would incur four nights a week -it's unreasonable just to sustain a job. So that was me, personally, but then there's an awful lot within the control with young families.
Lynne:
Either I don't see my children for two days, two full days, because I leave at 5.30, 6, in the morning, get home at 8 -and they're in bed by then.
Kate:
I had to go to job-share because my partner, or my husband now, is in the job, he's a firefighter doing the same shifts. And it just didn't -the changeover times were horrendous, so I had to either go job-share or do flexible work. But, to be honest with you, I didn't want to work there! It sounds horrible now, I didn't want to work there; I wanted to be there part-time because of the way I was being treated, I was just stressed out with it all. So, I couldn't really afford to go job-share but I needed to, so obviously after nine months I had to go back full-time, which was a big struggle for me.
Lynne:
I was going to say, it's all a matter of money isn't it?
Kate:
That's what it is, I wouldn't be there otherwise. I love the job, don't get me wrong, and I never thought of going job-share because I just love the job. But there are four people now on job-share.
Lynne:
I put in for flexible working because I couldn't possibly start at 7 because of childcare, so I started at 9.30, I reduced hours. So there were girls I was working with, Karen for instance, luckily her mum lives round the corner, but her kids go to her mum's two days a week, so they have to stay overnight. She says otherwise I have to get them up at 5 and then wake my parents up to say, 'Can you take the kids because I need to get
